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On the other hand the Roman constitution cannot be
regarded as purely aristocratic. I have said already that the
rank and file of the citizens, now divided into thirty-five
tribes according to their place of domicile, had gained in the
fifth and fourth centuries the right to elect tribunes as their
representatives and to hold assemblies of their own, from
which the patricians were excluded. The tribunes were the
people's champions, were inviolable, and could use their
veto to annul the decree of a magistrate. They had also power
to convene an assembly of plebeians, to put before them
for debate and decision measures concerning the whole state
and not the plebeians alone, and to communicate these
decisions (plebiscita) to the magistrates. By means of a
political' strike' in 287 B. c. the plebeians gained this further
concession—that their decisions, like the decisions of the
popular assembly voting by centuries, should have the force
of law. Certain questions, such as declarations of war and
peace, and the election of magistrates other than tribunes,
were excluded from their competence ; but with these excep-
tions their legislative power was unlimited.
But the people did not wish to take advantage of the
facilities thus opened up to them for democratizing the con-
stitution. Content with the victory of 287 B. c. which secured
to them equal rights with the patricians, they ceased to be
an aggressive force in politics and left the government of the
state to the new aristocracy of patricians and plebeians. They
did this because the struggle between the orders was not
a struggle to democratize the constitution but a struggle for
definite social and economic rights. Two influential groups
of families, one patrician and the other plebeian, carried on
the struggle, each backed by its clients. When the plebeians
were victorious, their leaders were not at all anxious to continue
the fight; and the rank and file, having gained a tolerable
economic and social status, did not proceed to radical changes
in the constitution by increasing the powers of the popular
assembly at the expense of the Senate and the magistrates.
Ideas of this kind had never entered their heads : they had
fought only for equal rights with the patricians in social,
economic, and political affairs.
The magistrates—whether as commanders of the army, pre-
sidents of the popular assembly and the Senate, judges,
treasurers, or intermediaries between the state and the gods—
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